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The body, by the place which at each moment it occupies in the universe, indicates the parts and the aspects of matter on which we can lay hold: our perception, which exactly measures our virtual action on things, thus limits itself to the objects which actually influence our organs and prepare our movements. Now let us turn to memory. The function of the body is not to store up recollections, but simply to choose, in order to bring back to distinct consciousness, by the real efficacy thus conferred on it, the useful memory, that which may complete and illuminate the present situation with a view to ultimate action.
-Henri Bergson Matter and Memory
The best-known building in northwest Arkansas and the most highly and widely acclaimed is a modest chapel in the pleasant if somewhat prosaic setting of a scruffy, even more modest Ozark forest near Eureka Springs. The architect's straightforward, selfdescribed premise of a simple orthogonal volume with gable roof may be understood as essentialist: an intricate singularity, realized in commonplace materials that have been elevated in support of the cause. There are intimations of gothic architecture (SainteChapelle specifically) accomplished in the economical, hierarchical range of lightweight dimensional lumber and a relative few cartons of steel connectors. This is no mere structural expressionism. The chapel is invested with what is perhaps the minimum necessary tectonic depth and detail that is required to evoke the quality and character, and an equivalent sensibility and architectural intelligence, of an architect like Carlo Scarpa, who like the author of the chapel greatly admired the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright.
A single forty-eight foot tall vitrine just shy of fifteen hundred square feet and occupying a bench built to receive it on a hillside of significant slope, the chapel closely approximates in area the interior space of Mies van der Rohe's Farnsworth House. Composed in response to rules for significantly different games-verticality and trees for one, horizontality and meadow for the other-chapel and house each presents a set of hard-won proportions and a memorable profile, transparency and reflectivity, structure and space: architecture with few of the messy concessions to reality that buildings almost invariably suffer, and few things that aren't reasoned and necessary. They are distinguished by differences in the relationship of each to its ground plane and by the sequence through which one arrives, each in a nearly pristine setting. Simultaneously luminous, spatially intricate, and conceptually dense, the interior space of the chapel consolidates each repetition of the basic planar structural web, layered in sequence on a single axis. The photographs accompanying this essay illustrate architecture with a consistent attitude toward site-building relationships in prosaic conditions that are not specifically local in character, inherently difficult or particularly interesting. Neither forest nor meadow but simply the plot each commands as an economic unit of real estate. Ordinariness is the common quality that identifies each setting and these buildings are measured responses to, or despite, the banality with which they must contend.
Though reasonable approximations of the idyllic setting are still found in Arkansas, including the largest contiguous wilderness area in the lower forty-eight, there is much to regret in the rapidly diminishing space between towns and in landscapes increasingly squeezed by more and more highways, streets, and roads. The state of nature in the Natural State has been compromised by the self-interest and indifference of big boxes, fast food restaurants, strip malls of every possible variety, hotels, motels, expansive automobile dealerships, payday lenders, and the predictable things representing almost all possible forms of commercial inevitability that have accumulated through the post-war years. This is what provides the setting for contemporary culture outside the centers of those few large cities with vision, aspirations or considerably greater wealth. Most small towns and many of the larger ones in Arkansas suffer from this culture of obsolescence, intentional or inadvertent, whose legacy has not been kind to us: casual and conventional buildings that offer support for signs or the applique of meaning as shed décor, and that weather and age poorly. A state of distraction might provide moments of welcome relief from the damaged landscapes and townscapes through which one must pass to get to the good parts, the best of which are the few wild places that remain, including that which (perhaps optimistically) may still provide cover for the elusive ivory-billed woodpecker.
As Fay Jones demonstrated so profoundly with Thorncrown Chapel (and one or two of the others he authored, including the Cooper Chapel in the nearby retirement community of Bella Vista) it is the architecture of sacred space that touches the popular imagination most profoundly.
This may confirm what one might assume from the many billboards in the Ozarks that lure tourists to the Precious Moments Chapel, north of Thorncrown in southwest Missouri. The architecture of Precious Moments has qualities on the outside that were likely intended to suggest an incongruous, dusty mission more suited to the American southwest. It shares a common profile with Thorncrown if you don't look too closely. Inside, there are sentimental, high kitsch murals that make one think of the Big Eyes paintings of Margaret Keane or the art of Jeff Koons, though Keane's work seems restrained in comparison and the irony in Koons's work more certain. By virtue of the fundamental agenda for each, Thorncrown and Precious Moments surely share an audience, as patrons may easily visit both places of pilgrimage in a day. The brilliance of the architecture of nondenominated Thorncrown Chapel is that its spiritual aspirations were realized despite the modest commercial instinct that it, too, has as motivation. (Both are available for weddings.) Precious Moments serves common tastes. Though its architecture is direct and accessible, for full Thorncrown Chapel, Fay Jones, 1980 . Photo: Timothy Hursley. Precious Moments Chapel, 1989 appreciation Thorncrown requires a willing subject. Precious Moments entertains. as-necessary pattern and scale in which most small town planners, and Springdale's, apparently trust. It is the non-threatening ordinariness that is preserved by planning-planning that takes a defensive position to ensure the banality that is necessary to perpetrate and perpetuate the sort of placelessness that is a sign for some of a fundamentally democratic condition.
Though diminutive and closer than it may appear from the interstate when seen at speed, St. Nicholas projects a powerful presence to those sufficiently alert to notice a carefully delineated profile and taut white surface, especially compelling when seen in low, warm, afternoon light. Decidedly architectural in Pevsner's sense, a little architecture goes a long way in a setting like this. Architecture that screams, exaggerates or multiplies arbitrarily in just about any sort of way, anything duck-ish, will appear dissonant and out of place in Springdale, even along its interstate highway. Architecture that is self-referential and overly ambitious in a plenitude of quantities (including much of what is driven by algorithms, parametrics, and delusions of grandeur) would likely see its quality diminished when averaged and in juxtaposition with the familiar but lesser objects which attend. In a setting that offers too much space, too many signs, and too much signification it is best to omit an extraneous material or two, at least. familiar, conventional, casual indifference provide an architecture with a modest, measured degree of figuration that neither dominates the setting nor disappears. The Montessori School buildings are quietly and subtly animated in their essence. When approached they are understood as if the situated body of another who has shifted weight from one leg to the other, or bent forward to present a shoulder, a cheek, an ear. To experience these buildings is to receive them as one would a gestural brushstroke that has been delivered with the precision, confidence and conviction of the stroke of a bat, completing and illuminating their present situation.
